Specialist management: needs and benefits.
In increasingly cost-conscious, accountable and integrated health-care systems, the appropriate role of speciality care is under scrutiny. The data on the impact of rheumatologist care on outcomes in patients with rheumatoid arthritis (RA) is limited and inconclusive. However, based on a review of processes of care known to be related to superior patient outcomes it is suggested that rheumatologists should be the lead physicians in patients with RA. Rheumatologists but usually not generalists have the experience necessary to make an early diagnosis and to initiate appropriate disease modifying anti-rheumatic drug (DMARD) treatment. Rheumatologists have an in-depth understanding of new assessment methods to optimize medical treatment and to make best use of and co-ordinate multi-disciplinary care. To avoid delay of diagnosis and initiation of treatment, patients with polyarthritis should be referred to rheumatologists as soon as possible. This requires that access to rheumatologist care is guaranteed.